Contemporary Brazilian theatre emerged in the mid-1980s, a period of significant and positive political transition for the nation. By the end of the decade, Brazil's government had passed from the hands of generals to those of democratically elected civilians. Two key events publicly signalled the collapse of the military dictatorship in Brazil: the end of a state-imposed censorship of the arts and media in 1988 and the 1989 presidential election -the first time Brazilian citizens were allowed to vote for their nation's leader since 1960. The 1964 military coup that deposed president elect João Goulart ushered in 25 years of partial accounts and conflicting narratives.
1 While unofficial information about the underground operations of dissenters and the torture of political prisoners circulated secretly, the press remained quiet about the illegal violence committed under the oppressive rule and the news media aired pro-government propaganda.
2
The reinstatement of freedom of speech represented a new moment in the nation's political life. The 1990s welcomed the start of public conversations about the silences in Brazil's recent history but, after two decades of censorship, public knowledge of the consequences of the 1964 military coup or about the government's covert actions was fragmented. Large segments of the population did not know how to exercise the right to speak freely or to articulate their thoughts about the dictatorship years. Right-leaning groups believed that the atrocities of the dictatorship should be left in the past. Most Brazilians felt differently, but were exhausted after so many years of resistance.
In time, contemporary Brazilian theatre responded to the population's steadily growing desire to make sense of the country's recent history and political trajectory. Audiences were drawn to performances that explored the intersection of national identity and history. Starting at the turn of the twenty-first century, the process of crafting a national contemporary theatre ran parallel to the need to address the many questions that the dictatorship years had left unanswered. But if early post-dictatorship performances focused on exposing the country's troubling unofficial history, theatre artists soon realized that this kind of investigation was not enough; to elaborate on the country's present context, they should revisit the writings of Brazilian postcolonial scholars. Unsurprisingly, as artists dug into Brazil's historical events and postcolonial texts -some prior to the dictatorship -violence began to appear as a recurring theme on the twenty-first-century Brazilian stage.
In this essay, I discuss the use of violence as a core element in two contemporary theatre productions: the 2004 Michel Melamed's solo performance Regurgitophagy (Regurgitofagia) and the company Os Fofos Encenam's Sugarcane Memoir (Memória da Cana), which opened in 2009. To illuminate this exploration, I trace how the combined study of Brazilian history and postcolonial scholarship shaped both performances. Melamed's Regurgitophagy was inspired by Oswald de Andrade's 1928 'Cannibalist Manifesto' ('Manifesto Antropófago'). In his Manifesto, the Brazilian Modernist introduces the concept of cultural anthropophagy and proposes that postcolonial subjects use it to develop a national voice. In a concerted effort to do away with European artistic models acquired throughout the country's colonial history, the Manifesto claims that the freedom to 'eat' both national and foreign cultures equally would allow Brazilian artists to 'digest' -and thus transform -any and all cultural sources in the process of creating art works that would be representative of the Brazilian experience (Andrade, 1928) . In short, rather than either proponing an intracultural focus or supporting the prevalence of foreign models, the 'Cannibalist Manifesto' considered 'the national element in a dialogic and dialectic relationship with the universal' (Campos, 1986, p. 44) . In a performative response to the tenets of Andrade's anthropophagy, Michel Melamed's Regurgitophagy poses that contemporary audiences should not 'eat' from multiple cultural sources, but rather 'vomit' the excessive information imposed by mass media and digital technology. For this piece, Melamed developed a new interface called 'pau-de-arara,' a direct reference to the infamous torture device of the same name created by the military during the dictatorship. This theatrical 'pau-de-arara' shocked the performer with up to 90 volts of electricity every time onstage microphones captured a sound coming from the audience.
